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The Rdo rje Phur pa Ceremony at 
Mi nyag Ri khud Monastery 


Bsod nams dbang phyug (Yang Haiyu # ;^H’) 


Abstract 

A description is given of the annual religious Rdo rje Phur pa ceremony 
in Ri khud (Riku) Monastery located in Bon po gshis (Pengbuxi) 
Township, Dar mdo (Kangding) City, Dkar mdzes (Ganzi) Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province, PR China. The ceremony 
begins on the twenty-seventh day of the fifth month and ends on the 
fourteenth day of the sixth lunar month (Tibetan lunar calendar). The 
monastery's location and its history; ceremony characters, dance, and 
music; a comparison with two other nearby monasteries; and 
photographs are provided. 
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I would only believe in a god who knew how to dance. 

-Friedrich Nietzsche 1 


MAPS. 

FIG 1. Dkar mdzes (Ganzi) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan 
Province. 2 
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1 Nietzsche (2006:29). 

2 Revised version of https://bit.ly/2kpmmPX, accessed 5 September 2019. 
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FIG 2. Ri khud Monastery and surrounding townships. 1 


fiaj; |I=I 



Ki khud 




Sky;* mm Imi Hshijj 

1 


Hun \m j'hhiH Township 


1 Revised version of https://bit.ly/2kpihey, accessed 5 September 2019. 
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FIG 3. Ri khud Monastery. 1 



INTRODUCTION 

I 1 2 was born in the year 2000 in Dar mdo (Kangding) City, Dkar mdzes 
(Ganzi) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province, PR China. 
I have annually attended the Rdo rje phur pa ceremony for as long as I 
can remember. It is a reunion of friends and relatives, an opportunity 
to display fine clothing and jewelry, and an opportunity to strengthen 
religious belief by seeking help from the deities and preparing for their 
afterlife 


1 Revised version of https://bit.ly/2kBNuuP, accessed 9 September 2019. 

2 My official ethnic classification is Tibetan. My Chinese surname, Yang, is 
from my maternal grandfather, Yang Dongyuan (b. 1940), who is a Tibetan 
from Nyag chu (Yajiang) County, Dkar mdzes Prefecture. He enlisted in the 
army and later was assigned a job caring for horses that were used for 
transportation and mail delivery. His job was in Ra rnga kha (Xinduqiao) 
Township (in the contemporary Dar mdo City), which is a local commercial 
center and thirty-three kilometers from Skya gan (Jiagenba) Township. 
After he married my grandmother, Dpag mo (1944-2014), they settled in 
Skya gan Township. 
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I most recently attended on 13 August 2019 .1 have written this 
paper based on my experiences, and consultations with Bsod nams 
phun tshogs (b. 1978), the dge bskos 'discipline enforcer' of Ri khud 
(Riku) Monastery; Tshe dbang (b. 1979), former sprul sku 1 attendant 
for fifteen years; Dbang 'dus (b. 1952) a villager; and Dbang mo (b. 
1967), a local, former shop owner. 2 

• •• 

Two ritual guards wearing intimidating clothing and masks frightened 
me. This is my most powerful memory of attending the Phur pa 3 ritual 
when I was six-years-old (2006). To entertain the audience, the guards 
picked on children, taking away their food and chasing them, which 
proved to be a good way to keep the children in line. My maternal 
grandmother, Dpag mo (1944-2014), held my hand, and introduced 
the main deities to me in a way that showed how much she venerated 
them, arousing my curiosity. 

As I grew older, I realized locals valued the religious aspects of 
the ceremony, and also enjoyed meeting friends and relatives and 
renewing their relationships. For business people, it was a time to 
contribute to the monastery financially, which boosted their social 
standing. For example, if a young man's father contributed 50,000 
RMB to the monastery, it signaled to locals that the donor and his 
family were wealthy and pious, and the young man was an ideal 
prospective groom. 

After graduating from the Senior High School Affiliated to the 
Minzu University of China in Beijing , 4 1 returned to my home area and 
again participated in Phur pa and gained a new appreciation for the 


1 Literally 'apparitional body'. This term may refer to a bodhisattva who 
strives for the welfare of sentient beings. In 2018, the sprul sku of Ri khud 
Monastery was Chos kyi rgyal mtshan (b. 1944), who spent his early years in 
Skya gan. He now lives in Hainan Province and returns to Skya gan during 
key rituals. 

2 1 used these resources for translation: Goldstein (2001), Lewis (2019), 
Tibetan App, Rangjung Yeshe Wiki, and Rigpa Wiki. 

3 Also known as Rdo rje phur pa (Heruka Vajrakilaya) 
(https://bit.ly/32ekjhV, accessed 23 June 2019). 

4 Formerly known as the Central University of Nationalities. 
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value of the ceremony and the music monks played with traditional 
instruments. 

Phur pa is the biggest annual religious ritual in Skya gan 
Township, held from the twenty-seventh day of the fifth month and 
ending on the fourteenth day of the sixth month, according to the 
Tibetan lunar calendar. 1 Locals from the townships of Skya gan, Bon 
po gshis (Pengbuxi), Sa sde (Shade), Gag pa (Gaba), and Nyag chu 
rdzong la glu shis (Yajiangerqu) gather, dressed in their finest clothes 
and jewelry. 

The ceremony consists of a small-scale event followed by a 
larger gathering. On the twenty-third day of the fifth month, monks 
return from visiting their families. Dbyar mchod chung ba 2 'Small 
Summer Religious Ritual' begins on the afternoon of the twenty-eighth 
day of the fifth month and ends on the twenty-ninth day of the fifth 
month. Monks create a dkyil 'khor 'mandala' of rdul tshon 'paint 
powder' on the thirtieth day of the fifth month. Monks recite 
scriptures, beginning on the first day of the sixth month and ending on 
the fourteenth day of the sixth month. 

The Dbyar mchod che ba 3 'Big Summer Ritual' begins on the 
eleventh day of the sixth month and ends on the thirteenth day of that 
month. The performance on the twelfth day is without masks while the 
one on the thirteenth day is with masks. The whole ceremony ends on 
the fourteenth day of the sixth month, at which time the mandala is 
destroyed. 


1 Skya gan villagers follow the calendar provided by the Bod ljongs sman 
rtsis khang in Lha sa. 

2 Also known as Stod las byang chub sgrub pa. 

3 Also known as Mad las dgra gegs bdul ba. 
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Skya gan Township 1 

Skya gan Township is located in the southwest of Kangding City, about 
ninety-four kilometers from the urban center of Kangding City. 
Surrounded by the Lhag rten, 'Gad mi rdo rje rgyal mtshan, 'A rdzu, 
and 'Ur zur rkyang mountains, locals live in a long valley that winds to 
Gangs dkar (Gongga) Mountain, the highest peak in Sichuan Province. 
The valley is at an average elevation of 3,200 meters above sea level. 

Local villagers have cultivated highland barley, peas, and wheat 
for generations. 2 3 Cattle and swine are fed peas. Wheat, while less 
profitable than barley, is primarily cultivated as an important 
ingredient for Tibetan noodles, dumplings, and the bread that locals 
make for themselves. In 2018, highland barley sold for 2.6 RMB per 
half-kilo. Some families earned about 2,000 RMB from selling it to 
buyers who visit the village. Collecting and selling local mushrooms is 
also an important source of incomes For example, in 2018, a family 
typically earned 5,000 to 6,000 RMB per season/annum from the sale 
of mushrooms at the local market. 4 

Locals spend much of their annual income on decorating their 
houses and purchasing vehicles. Villagers have title to land based on a 


1 Ri khud Monastery is located between Bon po gshis and Skya gan 
townships. It is currently under the administration of the Bon po gshis 
Monastery Administration Board. The majority of the Rdo rje Phur pa 
ceremony audience is from Skya gan Township. 

2 Harvest of barley and wheat was mechanized in 2019. Peas are still 
harvested by hand. 

3 The names of mushrooms and the price (RMB) per kilo (2018) follow: 
Tricholoma matsutake (80-100), thang shing sha mo (20), gla ba sha mo 
(16-18), su ru sha mo (14-16), 'brug grags sha mo (20), and bya sgong sha 
mo (20-24). 

4 Sichuan Provincial Road S215 crosses Skya gan. The local township market 
is where the town and the road meet. Vans park near the road in summer, 
purchase mushrooms from the villagers, and sell them at a higher price in 
downtown Kangding City. 
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land division program in 1981 and 1982, 1 and informally buy and sell 
fields. 2 

Increasingly, young men leave the village to do construction 
labor or work as drivers. Some young women without a college 
education find employment as restaurant waitresses. Government jobs 
are highly valued. To qualify, two competitive written exams and an 
oral interview in Chinese are required. 3 Whether a Tibetan exam is 
needed depends on the requirement of the job applied for. 

Local Festivals 

Skya gan County villagers celebrate Lo gsar 'Tibetan New Year' and 
Dbyar skyid in the sixth lunar month. 4 During Dbyar skyid, locals pitch 
tents near their homes and spend about three days singing; enjoying 
dried yak meat, yogurt, fruit, and homemade highland barley liquor; 
playing cards; and dancing. The most important of all, however, is the 
religious ceremony dedicated to Rdo rje phur pa. 


RI KHUD MONASTERY 

Ri khud Monastery 3 is surrounded by mountains in the west of Skya 
gan Township, twelve kilometers from the center of Skya gan 


1 The government divided land in some villages in 1981, and other villages in 
1982. 

2 Land is legally registered under the name of a certain owner. However, in 
practice, land is often used by different people. 

3 Government jobs are considered ideal because they are stable and provide 
pensions and medical insurance. 

4 Dbyar skyid is not celebrated on a fixed date. The weather determines 
when villagers celebrate it. 

s According to the dge bskos of Ri khud Monastery, the present location was 
founded by Sbas don shes rab rgyal mtshan (1428-1507), and before moving 
to this location, Ri khud Monastery was a small monastery near 'Bum sgang 
Monastery. Treasury of Lives reports Ri khud was founded in 1240 
(https://bit.ly/2MnnNd, accessed 18 October 2019). 
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Township. Ri khud Monastery is the ma dgon 'mother monastery' 1 of 
twelve major monasteries in the Mi nyag area. 2 3 At one time, the 
number of bu dgon 'child monasteries' reached twenty-five. In 1925, 
the Ninth Gangs dkar bla ma, Karma bshad sgrub chos kyi seng ge, was 
invited to Ri khud Monastery where he started a school and taught for 
three years .3 

Monks at this Sa skya monastery are primarily from local 
villages, and most are their families' youngest sons. 4 However, other 
boys may also become monks, for example, a mo pa 'diviner' may 
advise frail boys, 5 boys whose families have large, elaborately 
decorated shrines in their houses and once had renowned 
practitioners, and boys who express a keen interest in religion, to 
become monks. 

More recently, however, parents increasingly send their 
children to government schools rather than to the local monastery for 
education. Parents want their children to have jobs that are seen as 
superior to farming and also feel that what is studied in a monastery 
does not prepare a child to succeed in society, e.g., obtaining coveted 
government employment. Also, for the last five years, the number of 
adult monks leaving the monkhood has been increasing in the Dar mdo 
area. However, only three monks left Ri khud Monastery in the last five 
years. 

Local villagers own cabins 6 around the monastery. When the 
monastery needs help, for example, with the construction of a new 
shrine or the repair of the local road, local villagers live in their cabins 


1 Historically, Ri khud Monastery had many talented monks and sent slob 
dpon and mkhan po to other monasteries. 

2 Ri khud Monastery's twelve child monasteries include Phyug mo dgon, Lha 
sgang dgon, Khams gsum grags dgon, Si hu dgon, Mdo stod dgon, Rigs lung 
khul dgon, Skyel tshal dgon, A ra dgon, Khu byug dgon, 'Bui khul dgon, Mi'u 
stod 'du ram dgon, and Mi'u smad 'jigs ra dgon. 

3 Retrieved from https://bit.ly/2ls1lnH (accessed 10 September 2019). 

4 The local tradition is for the youngest son of a family to become a monk, 
generally between the ages of four and fifteen. 

s Locals believe that sending boys to the monastery will result in less illness. 

6 Two-story structures built of rock and wood, typically feature about seven 
rooms. 
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while providing labor for designated tasks. The monks' family 
members may also stay in cabins for a while, circumambulating the 
monastery daily, and cooking and cleaning the cabins for the monks 
who may also live in the cabins. Monks who study in the school stay in 
the monk quarters, each of which accommodates one or two monks. 
Monks who learn cho ga phyag len 'ritual traditions' live in the sgrub 
grwa khang 'place for retreat'. 

This local account describes how a famous master of Ri khud 
Monastery, 'Gyur med chos kyi 'od zer (1885-1956), protected the 
monastery from bandits: 

A big group of bandits from Li Thang (Litang) was looting in various 
communities. When they reached Skya gan, they heard that Ri khud 
Monastery had many treasures, so they headed there, shouting and 
howling, ready to steal the treasures. At this critical point, the monastery 
master went to a shrine and prayed to Bse khrab , 1 the srung ma 'protector' 
of our monastery who is famous for his courage and overwhelming power: 
"For the sake of saving many lives, I must kill a man who wants to rob and 
kill the monks and the villagers here. Please help me." 

He next took out his pistol and aimed it at the arrogant bandit 
leader in front of the bandits. The panicked monks heard a shot ring out 
as the bandit leader fell from his horse, a hole through his heart. Now 
leaderless, the bandits fearfully fled. 

Skya gan locals remain proud of that master and appreciate his 
protection . 2 


1 Bsod nams phun tshogs, the dge bskos 'discipline enforcer' of Ri khud 
Monastery in 2019, told me Bio ldan shes rab brought this protector from 
India to Tibet. 

2 Told by Dbang 'dus (b. 1952), the brother of my aunt's husband. Childless 
and never married, he is devoted to religious activities and is well-known for 
his mild disposition. 
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STOD LAS BYANG CHUB SGRUB PA 'SMALL CEREMONY' 

The three-day Stod las byang chub sgrub pa 'Small Ceremony' serves 
as a foundation 1 for the Big Ceremony. The Small Ceremony is held 
sixteen days before the Big Ceremony. During this period, the monks 
build a mandala about 1.5 meters in both length and width 2 3 with paint 
powder inside the gtsug lag khang 'main shrine of the monastery' to 
represent the gzhal yas khang 'divine mansion' of Rdo rje phur pa. 
While the ritual requires the monks to dance inside the mandala, it is 
too small to accommodate them all. At the same time, it would be 
inconvenient when holding other activities if a large mandala were 
built in the monastery yard. Consequently, the monks build the 
mandala inside the main monastery shrine and dance in the monastery 
yard .3 

A difference between the big and small ceremonies is the 
absence of masks during the latter ceremony, which explains the 
smaller audience. Masks attract a larger audience. Aspects of the 
religious dances are said to be inherited from Padmasambhava (Slob 
dpon pad ma 'byung gnas). Before building Bsam yas, the first 
monastery in Tibet, he performed rituals to identify the best location 
for Bsam yas. Each time he finished building a shrine, demons or 
deities destroyed it before the next morning. Eventually, after doing 
Rdo rje phur pa rituals, he succeeded in completing the monastery. 
The memory of this process is enacted in the Small Ceremony. Other 
aspects of the Small Ceremony are attributed to Padmasambhava's 
student, 'Khon klu'i dbang po, a member of the royal family of the Sa 
skya Sect. 


1 The two ceremonies are closely connected. The mandala built during the 
small ceremony represents the palace of Rdo rje phur pa, and the whole 
ceremony is symbolically held inside it. Dbyar mchod chung ba supports 
Dbyar mchod che ba in the same way a foundation supports a house. 

2 The size of the mandala is not fixed. It can be adjusted. 

3 The monastery has only one yard which is used for major events, for 
example, the religious ceremony dedicated to Rdo rje phur pa. 
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During an interlude, the sprul sku, mkhan po, 1 2 and phur sgrub 
ba 2 recite scriptures 3 4 * from the first day of the sixth month until the 
fourteenth day of the sixth month from eight AM to twelve-thirty PM 
and invite the protector of Rdo rje phur pa's followers. Next, the 
monks offer food made of butter and wheat to the protectors and praise 
them. This is followed by the rjes chog 'concluding part of a ritual' and 
bsngo ba 'sharing one's merits with all beings'. 


SMAD LAS DGRA GEGS BDUL BA 'BIG CEREMONY' 

On the first day of the Big Ceremony, the locals get up early and put on 
their best apparel. Lights of houses in the valley vividly appear. Girls 
apply lipstick and make-up and put on the gold necklaces their parents 
have provided. Boys wear 'cool' sunglasses and adorn themselves with 
gold rings decorated with turquoise or coral, belt buckles made of gold 
or silver, and gold or coral necklaces. Aside from enjoying the monk 
dances, the audience also appreciates the good looks of the young 
people. Comments about the clothing, adornments, and who looks the 
best, are freely exchanged. 

While the youths are getting dressed, their parents prepare 
food for lunch,s such as potato dumplings, 6 beef dumplings, dried yak 


1 Mkhan po is a title for one who has completed the major course of studies 
of about ten years' duration of the traditional branches of Buddhist 
philosophy, logic, Vinaya, and so forth. This term may also refer to the abbot 
of a monastery. The differences between mkhan po of the monastery and the 
mkhan po of the school at Ri khud Monastery are described later. 

2 Monks who have completed all courses in the monastery, including courses 
on Rdo rje phur pa. Only phur sgrub ba are qualified to be dancers. There 
are about forty phur sgrub ba in the monastery. 

3 Phur pa bdag bskyed, Bum pa, and Dbang bskur. 

4 Mgon po, Lha mo, Dpal mgon zhal, Dur khrod, Las mgon sde Inga, Dkar 
mo, Bdud rgyal, Phur srung, Rnam sras, Kye rdo, Bde mchog, Rtse'u dmar 
po, Dmag zor rgyal mo, and Bse khrab. 

s Since the monastery is far from their homes, the audience has lunch in the 
monastery yard. Some might go to their cabins. 

6 Potato dumplings are stuffed with mashed potatoes. 
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meat, butter, yogurt, and cheese. People prepare generous amounts of 
food to share with friends, relatives, and neighbors, which epitomizes 
local hospitality. 

Music 1 

Music plays an integral role in the ceremony and includes gongs, 
drums, conches, rgya gling 'suona horns', 2 and rag dung 'long brass 
trumpets'. The sbug chal 'gong' and rnga 'drum' 3 compliment each 
other. One has a high tone, and the other produces a low sound, a 
combination that encourages the dancers' harmonious movements. 

The long, brass trumpets, are placed on stone steps higher than 
the crowd so they can be heard throughout the yard. These trumpets 
make three types of sounds. One is a low, vibrant d+hi sound that 
guides the dancers' steps. It is also used before a figure appears, 
creating a solemn atmosphere. The second sound is a long, low oM, 
mainly used when dancers make slow body movements. The third type 
is both vibrant and high-pitched. Two monks play these trumpets. One 
makes a falling tone, and the other then makes a rising tone. This 
sound gives me a feeling of horror. It gives audience chills and thrills, 
and local males yell along with it. Trumpets are primarily sounded 
when a figure appears, providing a religious atmosphere for the dance. 
Every time I hear this sound, I feel a primitive impulse boiling in my 
blood, and express it by yelling along with the crowd. 

Two types of suona horns are used in the ceremony. One makes 
a high-pitched, incessant twirling melody. This helps believers 
recognize the figures in the ceremony later, after their deaths, so that 


1 Music instruments are only used on the last day of the Small Ceremony 
while they are played all three days of the Big Ceremony. 

2 Rgya gling literally translates as 'extensive land', which refers to the 
characteristics of the instrument's sound. [This explanation was given by 
Tshe dbang, who was a monk participant in the ritual and an attendant to 
the sprul sku of the monastery as mentioned earlier.] 

3 Double-headed drum. When playing, a monk holds the handle with one 
hand and beats the drum with the other hand. See FIG 16. 
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they will e led to the Zhing khams 'Buddha Field', 1 which they have 
prayed for during their lifetime. 2 Hearing this sound helps believers 
experience afterlife grief and sorrow 3 and form more profound 
memories of the masks. 

The Beginning 

By about nine AM, most of the audience has arrived and finds seating 
in the yard, which might be a chair that they have brought, a stone, or 
a piece of wood. 

Audience members wear Tibetan robes in fear of being fined 
fifty RMB (2018). 4 The crowd forms a semi-circle to create a 
performance space. The sprul sku sits on an elevated seat inside the 
circle, with one attendant holding a large gdugs 3 parasol above him. 

In 2019, the ceremony started at about ten AM with the 
monastery mkhan po (Nor bu dbang chen, b. 1967), welcoming the 
arrival of the sprul sku and the audience. He summarized the work of 
the last year such as the construction of new shrines and acknowledged 
those who contributed to the monastery. He also mentioned ongoing 
problems of deforestation, gambling, and family-based problems such 
as the declining use of the Tibetan language and parents spoiling 
children. In 2017, for example, the mkhan po ridiculed parents who 
forced their children to call them "father" and "mother" in Chinese. 

Offerings followed this. Local families who made offerings to 
the monastery of cash, tea leaves, or butter were named over the 


1 Holy realm inhabited entirely by Arya Bodhisattvas. 

2 Tshe dbang explained that, during Bar do, a person's spirit sees the 
projection of his own heart. For example, a man full of desire and arrogance 
sees horrible images of animal-like demons. If a spirit recalls images from 
the Phur pa ceremony, he will not be terrified by their appearance and trusts 
them so they can lead them to the Buddha Field. 

3 Tshe dbang explained that during Bar do, the spirit has no control over 
itself and does not know if its alive or dead. It is like an endless dream. 

4 Only one or two people have been fined in recent years, which the audience 
finds entertaining. 

s A special parasol for a high-level practitioner. The attendant turns the 
parasol clockwise. 
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loudspeakers. Once called, a family male 1 representative walked 
through the center of the yard, holding a piece of stiff paper on which 
their contributions were written. They received a white kha btags 
'ceremonial strip of silk' from the sprul sku, which was considered an 
honor. Offerings increased on average, from 1,842 RMB per family 
(2008) to 2,206 RMB (2018). Similarly, the number of donors 
increased from 190 (2008) to 290 (2018). Additionally, Chinese 
students of the sprul sku and mkhan po made donations. 

After the offerings have been made, monks begin reciting 
scriptures in a low, hoarse, drawn-out tone through the loudspeaker. 
Other monks begin sounding drums in accord with the vocal rhythms. 
Slowly, trumpets sound d+hi, creating a solemn atmosphere. Each 
time a dancer (all male) appears, men yell in welcome. 2 Dancers 3 with 
frightening animal head masks perform exaggerated actions such as 
arrogantly looking into the sky or shaking their shoulders in response 
to the crowd's cheers. The animals are Rdo ije phur pa's 'khor bcas 
'family and friends', including bats, lions, tigers, and leopards. Six 
deities present themselves before lunch. I now introduce two. 

Keng rus and Ling+ga 

There are two keng rus 'white skeletons with skull crowns', who are 
greatly respected. Keng rus rule the charnel grounds and are not Rdo 
ije phur pa's family members. Keng rus appear after death, dancing in 
the same way as in the ceremony, guiding their followers' spirits to 
places according to the followers' karma. Otherwise, the spirits will 
eternally roam in the Bar do. Locals especially honor them, offering 
white kha btags when they appear, which other deities are not offered. 


1 In 2018, only one female representative of her family walked through the 
center of the yard. 

2 Locals generally think women should speak softly and gently, 
consequently, women do not yell at the ceremony. 

3 The monk dancers have completed all courses in the monastery, including 
courses on Rdo rje phur pa. Seven or eight years are needed to complete all 
the courses. Thirty-two dancers are needed during Dbyar mchod che ba. 
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Some elders may prostrate to them in the wish that the keng rus will 
lead them to the Buddha Field after death. 

In the yard center there is a human-like figure, the ling+ga, 
made of the fresh flesh of a yak that died from hail or a lightning strike 
sealed inside yak hide or pieces of cloth. Tshe dbang told me a story 
explaining the performance with the ling+ga: 

In the Sa skya tradition, the figure represents a governor in the Sa skya 
area long ago who hindered the development of Buddhism. A great 
practitioner who lived near this area heard about this and sent keng rus 
to deal with the situation. The keng rus took away the governor's spirit, 
tied it to a string, and danced back to the practitioner's cave to offer it to 
him. As a result, the governor died. 

The dancers perform this story. They tie the figure to the 
middle of a string, each performer holds one end, and they swing the 
string together. 

Shaba' Deer' 

Sha ba, also called Mgon po dkar po (Mahakala), is a highly respected 
protector in the early tradition of the Bka' brgyud Sect. Later, he was 
added to the ceremony in gratitude. People have great affection for sha 
ba. During his performance, the crowd stops chatting to enjoy his 
dance. The monks who play the sha ba role are very good looking. Of 
all the figures, his clothing is brightest, and his dance is considered to 
be the most graceful. He wears a black apron and a silver robe with 
colorful sleeves. His antlers are decorated with brightly colored silk. 
Soon after appearing, he leaps back and forth and circles, kneels on a 
prepared mat, moves his body to the music, and bends his waist to one 
side while gracefully waving his hands to the sky. He takes a knife from 
under the mat and brandishes it in front of him. He bends clockwise 
and counterclockwise to trumpet music before eventually exiting. 

The second part starts at about three PM the same day. All 
figures, including those who performed in the morning except for the 
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keng rus, appear one by one and form a rotating circle. I describe two 
more of these characters below. 

Pha wang 'Bat' 

There are two bats - a fake one and a real bat. The real pha wang wears 
a black mask and the fake one wears a brown mask. When the real bat 
appears, the audience is terrified because he runs through the crowd 
jumping, leaving the well-dressed audience in a dither, but no one gets 
angry because it is the tradition of the ceremony. It is considered to be 
good luck to be stepped on by the real bat, although it is not what 
people want. Complicating the situation is the fact that most people are 
unable to immediately distinguish the fake from the real bat. The fake 
bat's job is to attract the audience's attention. You may be staring at 
one bat that suddenly runs down the steps of gtsug lag khang when 
the other bat appears and treads on you before you can escape. 
Smartly-dressed audience members are terrified and try to escape, 
adding to the entertainment. 

The Dogs 

Six dancers wear dog masks. Four appeared in the morning. The dogs 
performed by the mkhan po and slob dpon 1 of the monastery come out 
last in the afternoon. A dog is one of the manifestations of Rdo rje phur 
pa. 2 The mkhan po and slob dpon of the monastery recite scriptures in 


1 To become the monastery mkhan po, one must first be dge bskos and go 
into retreat in Ri khrod for one year and next manage the srung ma khang 
'the shrine of the protectors' for another year. After becoming the slob dpon 
of the monastery, he becomes the mkhan po of the monastery. The mkhan 
po is replaced every three years. The current mkhan po of the school is a 
scholar who spent fifteen years at Rdzong gsar Monastery in Sde dge. The 
school mkhan po changes every seven or eight years. 

2 The dog mask that the mkhan po of the monastery wears was made by the 
thirty-fourth Sa skya khri'dzin, Rdo rje rin chen (1819-1867), who gave it to 
Ri khud Monastery. With a history of more than two centuries, the mask is 
said to have once spoken. 


•189* 



Vol 58 2019 Asian Highlands Perspectives 2019 Vol 58 


the center of the yard. 1 When they stop, they cut the ling+ga into 
pieces. All the figures gather in the center to get a piece of the ling+ga 
with meat and blood inside. Then they dance back to the steps of the 
gtsug lag khang. The mkhan po goes first and is followed by the slob 
dpon. The others return to the gtsug lag khang according to the order 
in which they appeared. Two figures are required to exit each time, 
with the exception of the mkhan po, slob dpon, and 'cham mjug ba 'the 
last dancer'. 'Cham mjug ba wears a dog mask. The exit of 'cham mjug 
ba signals the end of the dancing. 


CEREMONY CONCLUSION 

On the fourteenth day of the sixth month, the last day of the big 
ceremony, the mandala built during Dbyar mchod chung ba is 
demolished by the monastery slob dpon, who removes the marks made 
during its creation. This is followed by Bsngo ba smon lam 'Dedication 
of Merit and Prayers of Aspiration' while throwing flowers and rice to 
the mandala, which symbolize the walls and pillars of Dro rje phur pa's 
palace, which all belong to the naga. The paint powder that comprised 
the mandala must also be returned to the naga. The paint powder is 
placed in a ting phor 'water container', which the monks in the phur 
sgrub khang, the slob don, and mkhan po take to the rdul tshon chu 
mig, about 500 meters west of Ri khud Monastery. Here it is poured 
into a spring in order to transfer it to the world of the naga. A ritual is 
then performed to avoid harm from the naga. This marks the end of 
the Rdo rje phur pa ceremony. 


1 This is known as Dgug gzhug. 
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COMPARISONS 

I now compare the Rdo rje Phur pa ceremony to a summer ritual held 
at Lha mo rtse 1 and Dka' bzhi monasteries. 2 Lha mo rtse Monastery is 
located in the urban area of Kangding City and the summer ritual is 
held between the eighth and tenth days of the fourth lunar month. Dka' 
bzhi Monastery, located in Kangding City near the border of Nyag chu 
County, holds a similar ritual between the first and tenth days of the 
sixth lunar month. In terms of donor names, only Ri khud announces 
the names over loudspeakers. Also, only Ri khud has strict 
requirements about the clothes of the audience and is the only one of 
the three monasteries to fine those who do not wear Tibetan robes. 

It should also be noted that masked dancing in dedication to 
Bse khrab takes place on the twenty-ninth day of the twelfth lunar 
month. Donations are not collected during this time, and the mostly- 
male audience is smaller and dressed more plainly than during the Rdo 
rje phur pa ceremony. 


1 Formerly built on Paoma Mount in 867 and named Lha mo rtse by Sangs 
rgyas zhing chen, it later became a Bka' gdams monastery. Destroyed by a 
Mongol force in 1639, it was rebuilt by Byang chub lhun grub in 1646 on 
'Brug sgang Hill, located 2.5 kilometers south of the urban area of Kangding 
City. It later followed the Dge lugs Sect in keeping with the fifth Dalai Lama's 
instructions. Still later, the title Nanwu Monastery was bestowed by 
Emperor Qian Long (1711-1799). (Accessed in 2019, from a brief history of 
Lha mo rtse dga' ldan'gro phan gling Monastery engraved on a stone tablet 
set in the monastery wall.) 

2 Located on Dka' bzhi Monastery Mount and founded by Dka' bzhi ba rig 
pa'i seng ge in 1356, it was destroyed during the Cultural Revolution (1966- 
1976). In 1988, restoration was led by Bio bzang nor bu. Because of the poor 
conditions on Gao'ersi Mountain, the sprul sku of Dka' bzhi Monastery, Pad 
ma chos 'phel (b. 1977), relocated the monastery bshad grwa 'school' to Ra 
rnga kha Township. (This information is from a document sent to me by the 
mkhanpo of Dka' bzhi Monastery and from https://bit.ly/33uKdi2, accessed 
10 October 2019.) 
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DISCUSSION 

The Rdo rje phur pa ceremony is an annual meeting of the surrounding 
townships including Skya gan (Jiagenba), Bon po gshis (Pengbuxi), Sa 
sde (Shade), Gag pa (Gaba), and Nyag chu rdzong la glu shis 
(Yajiangerqu). Such harmful actions as excessive-mining, illegal 
logging, 1 and gambling are mentioned and criticized by the mkhan po. 
The ceremony brings villagers together and increases cohesion within 
the townships. 

Also, due to high adult illiteracy in Skya gan (around seventy- 
five percent), there are problems in reading and learning about 
Buddhism, so for many locals, the ceremony in dedication to Rdo rje 
phur pa is their way of learning about this religious experience, with 
the dancing monks understood to be true divinities. Devotees try to 
remember the features of the masks as clearly as possible so that they 
can follow them and not be lost after death in Bar do. 2 

For youth, the ceremony is an opportunity to learn more about 
Buddhism and local traditions and customs. The dances impress them 
deeply and help develop Skya gan identity. 

It is also a time for the monastery to receive donations from 
locals to cover the costs of supporting the monks, who are excused 
from their lessons during the ceremony. 

Aside from its importance to the community and the 
monastery, the religious ceremony is a visual and sound feast that 
fascinates me no matter how many times I attend. 


1 While the monastery's call to stop gambling, mining, and illegal logging is 
somewhat effective, government prohibition of these activities has 
contributed to a decline in such activities. 

2 1 asked Kun dga' bkra shis (b. i960) about the deities and if he thought the 
deities one sees in Bar do are projections of one's own heart. He replied that 
keng rus require the most attention and reverence because they guide you in 
the charnel ground. He added that he had never heard that the deities, all of 
whom he reveres, are projections of his own heart. This is somewhat at odds 
with what Tshe dbang told me, i.e., that whatever you meet in the Bar do - 
demons or deities - are all projections of yourself. 
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Ri khud Monastery has made significant changes in the 
secularization of the religious ceremony, e.g., in 2019, nearly 300 
donors were individually introduced. This tedious process took about 
two hours. A more time-efficient method of recognizing donors would 
be beneficial. 

However, the growth in attendance and participation has 
brought challenges. Tourist numbers have increased. Roads to and 
from the monastery are too narrow for the numbers that now attend. 
Sometimes it takes about forty minutes to cover the twelve kilometers 
between the monastery and the Skya gan Township Center. The litter 
thrown about carelessly by the crowd attending the ritual is a blight on 
the picturesque scenery, disappointing visitors, and hindering the 
development of local tourism. Furthermore, some Chinese tourists 
walk about unrestrained in the monastery yard, taking photographs. 
This has interrupted the ceremony, detracted from the religious 
atmosphere, and disappointed the local audience because it seems the 
tourists are receiving special treatment. Tourists who attend the 
ceremony should be informed of what is off-limits and should be 
assigned a specific area where their presence will not be disruptive. 

Although the religious ceremony is an important part of 
villagers' lives, it has layers of meaning that many are unaware of, for 
example, what the ling+ga and dog mask represent. The monastery 
might consider teaching locals about the meaning of the ceremony. 
The locals might then become more respectful, for example, upon 
learning that the dog mask has a history over two centuries and once 
spoke. 

With the continuing improvement of better telecommunication 
networks and phone apps like TikTok (a global video community) and 
Arena of Valor, 1 those born after 2005 have access to a wide variety of 
online information beyond the control of their illiterate parents who 
do not understand what their children are accessing nor how to control 
the sources of these sources of information. This generation is keenly 


1 Online battle game by Tencent (for more, see https://bit.ly/2lropOh, 
accessed 3 September 2019). Many local children are addicted to playing 
this game and spend their allowance on it without their parents' knowledge. 
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interested in such clothing brands as Nike and AJ, and digital devices 
such as smart phones and Apple Watch. 

The value and importance of traditional culture, such as the 
ritual discussed in this paper, is not taught by teachers in school. If this 
culture is to be retained and practiced children must be provided with 
more information about the Phur pa ceremony, and encouraged to 
participate. 


PHOTOGRAPHS 

FIGS 1 & 2. Skya gan Valley (May 2017, Mkhas grub nor bu). 
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FIG 3. Reflections of local houses (2017, Mkhas grub nor bu). 
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FIG 4. Ri khud Monastery in winter (2018, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 6. Dbyar mchod chung ba (2016, Rgya mtsho). 




FIG 7. (Left to right) Zla ba grags pa (mkhcin po of the school), Chos 
kyi rgyal mtshan (sprul sku of Ri khud Monastery), and Bio bzang tshe 
ring (2016, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 8. Sprul sku under the gdugs (2015, Bsod nams dbang phyug). 



FIG 9. The mkhan po of the monsatery and slob dpon appear in the 
center of the yard before Dbyar mchod che ba begins (2015, Bsod nams 
dbang phyug). 
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FIG 10. Mkhan po Nor bu dbang chen welcomes the audience (2016, 
Rgya mtsho). 




FIG 11. Keng rus, rulers of the charnel ground, dance with slow 
movements (2015, Bsod nams dbang phyug). 
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FIG 12. Keng rus dancing in the newly-built yard. The new shrine 
behind was under construction (2017, Bsod nams 



FIG 13. The antelope dances (2019, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 14. The great master, Ngag dbang rdo rje rin chen, gave the dog 
mask to Ri khud Monastery 200 years ago. The dog mask is said to 
have once spoken (2019, Nor bu dbang chen). _ 
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FIG 15. The antelope. Local children mimic this movement during Lo 
gsar as a way of entertainment (2019, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 16. Monks play sbug chal and rnga (2016, Rgya mtsho). 



FIG 17. Monks visit the school to meet the sprul sku, Chos kyi rgyal 
mtshan (2016, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 18. Dge bskos of the monastery, Phun tshogs (red hat), reappears 
after lunch, followed by the sprul sku and his attendants. The long, 
brass trumpets set on the steps are rag dung (2019, Bsod nams dbang 
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FIG 19. All figures dance in a circle (2016, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 20. Tshe dbang (right, red hat) blowing rgya gling (2019, Bsod 
nams dbang phyug). 
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FIG 21. Girls (lower center) with coral necklaces and coral earrings 
decorated with gold (2016, Rgya mtsho). 



FIG 22. Umbrellas under a hot sun (2016, Rgya mtsho). 
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FIG 23. Haphazard parking in front of the Ri khud Monastery gate 
(2019, Bsod nams dbang phyug). 
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Tibetan Terms 


nr-'fj'Sij 


'a rdzu 

'brug grags sha mo 1 
'brug sgang 
'bul khul dgon 
’bum sgang 

'cham mjug ba qasrs^'qj 
'gad mi rdo rje rgyal mtshan 
'gag pa 

'gyur med chos kyi 'od zer 
'khon klu'i dbang po qjqs^q'^qq'^j 
'khor bcas 
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'ur zur rkyang 

a ra dgon 

bar do q 2 ^ 

bde mchog q^'si&jj 

bdud rgyal 

bka' brgyud 

bka’ gdams q’ljq^swj 

bla ma gpj 

bio bzang nor bu 

bio ldan shes rab 

bod ljongs sman rtsis khang 

bon po gshis 

bsam yas qw<W| 

bse khrab q^’pjqj 

bshad grwa q^jq'^j 

bsngo ba q^qj 

bsngo ba smon lam q|N'|^'«i 5 i| 

bsod nams dbang phyug q^'s^^'^qq^jj 

bsod nams phun tshogs 

bu dgon 

bum pa =w'qj 

bya sgong sha mo ^jqvf=| 3 T| 
byang chub lhun grub gq'sq'^'^qj 
cho ga phyag len 
chos kyi rgyal mtshan 
chu mig .S'iwjj 
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d+hi|| 

dar mdo 

dbang 'dus 

dbang bskur q^qq'q^qj 

dbang mo qqq$j 

dbyar mchod che ba q^q.'^aqja'qj 

dbyar mchod chung ba q^q'^^'sq'qj 

dbyar skyid 

dge bskos ^qj'q^pj 

dge lugs *^p| 

dgug gzhug 

dka' bzhi ^qq^j 

dka' bzhi ba rig pa'i seng ge ^q , q3| , q'%| , qq:^q;qj| 
dkar mdzes 
dkar mo 

dkyil 'khor q^yqj^qj 
dmag zor rgyal mo 
dpag mo 
dpal mgon zhal 
dur khrod ^\'C^| 
rdzong gsar Ifq'qpqj 
gangs dkar qjq^'q^qj 
gdugs qj^| 
gla ba sha mo qj’qvpj'Sij 
gtsug lag khang s ij^j'«Nj'|qq:| 
gzhal yas khang s Jj@|<q'‘W|qq;| 
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karma bshad sgrub chos kyi seng ge 
keng rus 
kha btags 

khams gsum grags dgon 
khu byug dgon |^|'^ 
kun dga' bkra shis 
kye rdo ^ 

las mgon sde Inga ws^p^gj 

lha mo ^'35j 

lha mo rtse ‘^prirj 

lha mo rtse dga’ ldan 'gro phan gling ^Ij^j 

lha sa 

lha sgang dgon 
lhag rten 
li thang %S5R| 
ling+ga^ 
lo gsar 
ma dgon 

mdo stod dgon 5^S^'=ppj 

mi nyag Srpij 

mi'u smad 'jigs ra dgon 

mi'u stod 'du ram dgon fi<^^'q^5r=^j3| 

mgon po wSppfj 

mgon po dkar po 

mkhan po 

mkhas grub nor bu 3(W^ c T<^ a \^ ) | 
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mo pai 


nyag chu 

nyag chu rdzong la glu shis 
nor bu dbang chen 
oM i^j 

pad ma chos 'phel 
pha wang 
phur pa 

phur pa bdag bskyed 

phur sgrub ba 

phur sgrub khang 

phur srung 

phyug mo dgon 

ra rnga kha 

rag dung 

rdo rje phur pa 

rdo rje rin chen 

rdul tshon ^l'8o^j 

rgyagling|;|^j 

rjes chog 

ri khrod 

rikhud^j 

rigs lung khul dgon 

rnam shes 

rnam sras 

rtse'u dmar po 
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sangs rgyas zhing chen ^R*J'|j*J'@|R 35 ^j 
sa sde 
sa skya 

sa skya khri 'dzin 

sbas don shes rab rgyal mtshan 

sbug chal ^|' 36 «J| 

sde dge 

sgrub grwa khang||R 5 j'pR| 
sha ba -^Rj 
si hu dgon 
skya gan 

skyel tshal dgon ^'aoR's^j^ 
slob dpon 

slob dpon pad ma 'byung gnas 

smad las dgra gegs bdul ba |^'R < $r^3]Rj s ipR^lR| 

sprul sku fp'3|j 

srung ma SjR'sij 

srung ma khang ^RST^Rj 

stod las byang chub sgrub pa 

su ru sha mo 

thang shing sha mo ^R^jR'fj'^fj 

ting phor FJR'fcj 

tshe dbang aT's^Rj 

ye shes mtsho rgyal «i'^Ra?|j«l| 

zhing khams ^Rpsj^j 
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Chinese Terms 

Beijing 
Gaba C. 

Ganzi 

Gao'ersi ilj ft -#■ 

Gongga #'4 
Jiagenba 
Kangding ife ^ 

Litang 414# 

Minzu 
Nanwu r$j#L 
Paoma 

Pengbuxi JDJ ft ft 
Qian Long 4 &$b 
Riku 0 $- 
Shade ft M 
Sichuan WJ]| 
suona ft ft) 

Xinduqiao 
Yajiang # ;X 
Yajiangerqu # #x g 
Yang Dongyuan # ft it 
Yang Haiyu ft /ft ft 
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